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BRATHAY EAST GREENLAND EXPEDITION 1983 


Introduction: 


This preliminary report announces the successful completion of our 
expedition and extends our sincere thanks to those who supported the 
venture. A full report containing scientific and logistical sections 
together with general narrative and a budget is in preparation and will 
be published in due course. For anyone requiring further information 
please contact:- 


Stephen Newton 

East Greenland Goose Project, 
Brathay Hall Trust, 
Ambleside, 

Cumbria, LA22 OHP. 


Personnel: 

Leaders: Stephen Newton, Wesley Harry, David Cabot 

Members: Sally Chester, John Davies , Peter Graham, Craig 
Greenaway, Nicholas Hayward, Allan King, Richard 
Stansfield. 


Expedition Objectives: 


Barnacle & Pink-footed Geese: 


1) Complete goose census of @rsted Dal. 


2) Assessment of the numbers of breeding geese and the mortality 
rate of goslings in the first two weeks of life. 


3) Activity budgets of nesting and moulting geese. 


4) Extending census area (if time available); botanical analysis 
of goose feeding habitats. 


Musk Oxen studies: 
Observation of herd size and age composition, movements, distribution, 
behaviour and the recording of ear tagged individuals in co-operation 


with the Danish research group. 


General ornithological, mammal, botanical and meteorological recording. 


Diary of events: 


20 June Assemble at Glasgow Airport , fly to Keflavik (via 
Icelandair), overnight stay at Youth Council of 
Reykjavik. 

21 June Release freight from customs and transfer it to 


Reykjavik Airport. 
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22 June Two Mitsubishi charter flights to Mestersvig (via 
Helgi Jonnson), overnight in 'expeditions hut' at 
Mestersvig Station. 


23 June Two Greenlandair (Bell 212) helicopter charters to 
Orsted Dal, set up base camp adjacent to Allday Dal 
hut. i 

27 June Commence round the clock watch of breeding Barnacle 
goose colony cliffs and breeding Pink-footed goose 
marsh/ponds. 

29 - 30 June First goose census of @rsted Dal. 

10 July Terminate Barnacle goose colony watch. 

14 July Terminate Pink-footed goose colony watch. 

foa- t7 July Second goose census of ¢rsted Dal and first census of 


Coloradodal and Enhjérningens Dal. 
23 July Return helicopter flights to Mestersvig 


eo =.27 July Weather bound in Mestersvig, flights cancelled. 


28 July Delayed Mitsubishi flights oo Nordurlands ) 
to Akureyri, Iceland. 

29 July First group return to Glasgow. 

1 August Second group return to Glasgow. 


Summary of fieldwork: 


All major projects were satisfactorily completed. The salient points 
of our various studies are presented below. 


Geese: 


otal numbers of Grsted Dal & Coloradodal. (* = Coloradodal excluded) 
29 - 30 June* 17 - 18 July 16 July (aerial 


Pink-footed geese 
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Mean hrood size 
17-18 July 


Estimated no. of breeding pairs No. broods 


Barnacle geese 
(@rsted Dal only) 


Pink-footed geese 73 55 
(Orsted Dal and Enhjdérningens Dal 


3.02 


In Orsted Dal and Greenland in general, Barnacle geese only nest on 
inaccessible cliffs. Continual observations on the nests showed that 
the clutches were incubated by the females only and that they left the 
nest to feed more frequently than expected. Males usually 'guarded' 
the nest whilst females were absent, but the absence of both adults was 
not uncommon. Once hatched Barnacle goslings stay on the nest ledges 
for a few hours before they ‘free fall' jump heights of up to 30m and 
then embark on a perilous journey across screes and open ground to the 
river in the valley floor. No mortality could be attributed to the 
fall, but considerable numbers were predated by Arctic foxes or were 
irretrievably lost between boulders of the scree. This journey, to 
the relative safety of the river, took between 12 and 24 hours and out 
of 36 goslings seen on nest ledges only 8 survived to reach the river 


(22%). 


We were surprised to find good numbers of Pink-footed geese breeding 

in @rsted Dal, as none had been reported in 1982. Nests were usually 
in loose colonies on three main habitat types, islands on ponds and 
marshes, dissected open tundra and cliff/river gorge tops. Survival 
of goslings appeared much higher than Barnacles, particularly as adults 
were easily able to 'see off' Arctic foxes. 


Four complete 24 hour watches of goose families and/or moulting flocks 
were made. Both families and non-breeding moulting geese tend to 

show a fairly regular alternation of short (4 - 2 hour) feeding and 
roosting bouts throughout the continual daylight. It appeared that non- 
breeders loosely associated themselves with families and exploited the 
usual wariness of the parental ganders to warm them of any possible 
danger. 


Goose droppings were collected from several important feeding/moulting 
sites to help us determine food preferences, and botanical transects 
were also recorded in these areas to give an impression of the avail- 
ability and abundance of potential food plants. 


Musk Oxen: 


Musk 6xen numbers were counted daily from our camps, and censuses were 
carried out at the same time as the goose censuses. Where time 
permitted herd sizes and breakdowns of herds by age and sex were 
attempted. Ear tag sightings were recorded and the Danish field 
group in Coloradodal were visited. 
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During a census on the 29-30 June 138 animals were seen in $rsted Dal 
between Kap Seaforth and Lamprenens Dal, and during a census on the 
17-18 July of the same area held 185 animals with an additional 120 
in Coloradodal and Enhjérningens Dal. However a maximum daily count 
of 320 animals was recorded on the 9 July from mid @rsted Dal only. 


In a sample of 640 animals examined, 111 (17%) were calves. Froma 
sample of 734 individuals the average herd size was 4.86 and the most 
frequently observed herd size was 4 (13.6% of the sampled 
population). 


23 ear tag sightings were recorded of which 14 were tagged in 1982. 

One of the most significant deductions of our observations was that 
although the 100 animals tagged in 1982 were caught in presumed family 
groups, of the 14 individuals resighted in 1983, 8 were lone and 6 were 
one of two marked animals in their respective groups. Helicopter 
disturbance of both musk oxen and geese was monitored. 


The following bird species were also present in the areas visited 
during our stay; 


Turnstone, Dunlin, Sanderling, Ringed plover, Knot, 
Red-necked phalarope, Red-threated diver, Great northern 
diver, King eider, Long-tailed duck, Greenland white- 
fronted goose, Long-tailed skua, Glaucous gull, Little 
auk, Black-headed gull, Snowy owl, Gyr falcon, Raven, 
Ptarmigan, Snow bunting, Greenland wheatear, Arctic 
Redpoll. 


The distribution, breeding status and habitat preferences of these 
species were recorded. 


Records of all mammal sightings were kept with Arctic fox, Arctic 
hare, and lemmings present in the area in addition to Musk oxen; 
a Single dead stoat was also found. 


Meterological observations were made twice daily at base camp with the 
following parameters recorded:- grass and air maximum and minimum 
temperatures, wind speed and direction, precipitation, cloud cover, 
cloud base height, visibility, air pressure. 


A collection of pressed botanical specimens of approximately 85 species, 
was compiled. These are to be lodged in the following herbariums; 
Department of Biological Sciences, University of Lancaster, Brathay 
Field Study Centre, Ambleside, and Trinity College, Dublin. 


Logistics 


All arrangements for the outward journey worked smoothly, and we were 
able to clear our equipment through customs (which had arrived in ~ 
Iceland by boat) without any delays. We arrived on our field site 
less than three days after our departure from Glasgow. 
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And 


The main logistical problem encountered in @rsted Dal proved to be 
crossing the rivers. Even if we had been able to cross these easily, 
lack of time and personnel would have restricted our ability to cover 
much of Gipsdalen and the north bank down to Kap Biot. 


It was our intention to walk back to Mestersvig from Orsted Dal, partly 
to save money, however we were advised that this was not feasible due 
to the remaining extensive snow cover. In the event, although our 
helicopter was delayed two days by bad weather, through the help and 
co-operation of Greenland air and ARCO we were able to arrange a lift 
for our two remaining personnel in $rsted Dal without resorting to a 
further charter of the Bell 212. The flights back to Iceland were 
also delayed two days by more bad weather, and when we did depart we 
were flown to Akureyri and then on to Reykjavik by Icelandair scheduled 
flights. Despite these delays we all arrived back in time for our 
respective flights to Glasgow. 
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